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Abstract

All the world's a stage
And all the men and women are merely players
They have their exits and their entrances
And one man in his time plays many parts.

(“As you like it” - Shakespeare)
This is a well-known example of extended metaphor found in Shakespeare’s work. Figurative language is a type of language that is intended to create pictures in the reader’s mind. These images help to convey the undertone of literary texts faster and more vividly than words alone do. Figures of speech are indispensable tools for rhetorical purposes in literary works. They are ubiquitous, from classical works like in Shakespeare’s masterpieces or in the Bible to modern pieces of writing. They are utilized pervasively because they add interest, color and zest to break up the tedium of prose as well as arouse readers’ imagination. Hence, this paper attempts to look at the use of figurative language in English literature through close scrutiny into some quintessence so as to help teachers assist their students in not only gaining true and in-depth understanding but also appreciating the beauty of literature.
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I. Figures of Speech: Their nature and function
Literature is a means of social and artistic expression, a mirror of life, and an interpretation of the human experience that helps to shape the world and shape the critical thinking of the readers. Webster’s New World Dictionary defines literature as “all writings in prose or verse considered as having permanent value, excellence of form, great emotional effect.” English Literature is literature written in English. It is not merely the literature of England or of the British Isles, but a vast and growing body of writings made up of the work of the authors who use the English language as a natural medium of communication. In order words, the “English” of English literature refers not to a nation but to a language. Joseph Conrah was a Pole, Demetrios Kapetanakis was a Greek, Ernest Hemingway was an American, Lin Yutang was a Chinese, but English is the medium they have in common, and they all belong – with Chaucer and Shakespeare and Dickens- to English literature. “English literature is an art which exploits the English language” (Burgess, 1958, p.9). It is not only dictionary meaning that counts – it is the association that the word has gained through constant use – the connotation of the word, which can be likened to the clusters of sounds you hear when you strike a single note on the piano. Strike middle C forcefully and you will hear far more than that one note. You will hear fainter notes rising out of it, notes called harmonics. The note itself is the denotation, the harmonics are the connotations. The writer of literature, especially the poet, sharply differs from the scientist or lawyer in not restricting his words. The scientist has to make his word mean one thing and one thing only, so does the lawyer. But once the word - like the note on the piano – is allowed to vibrate freely, it not only calls up associations but also suggests other completely different meanings. That is the distinctive feature of figurative language – a type of language intended to form a picture, an image in the readers’ mind in order to evoke their feelings and emotions. Here is an extreme example of utilizing figurative language artistically:

                         “Action calls like a bugle and my heart Buckle…” (The “Windhover” by Gerard Manley Hopkins)
What does “buckle” mean here? In this fragment of verse that metaphorical word is designed to communicate far more than just the literal sense as something to fasten two ends of a belt or the collapsing of any solid body - sheet metal, a bicycle wheel. It implies the collapsing, the weakness of the heart inside the writer, like a wheel bending down when it meets an obstacle. It may serve to illustrate how the creator of literature makes his words work so hard. Thus, figures of speech are integral and indispensable in English literature especially in the work of the poet whose work is believed to represent the highest form of literature. A figure of speech is “a work or phrase which is used for special effect, and which does not have its usual or literal meaning” (Richard et al, 1987, p. 105).A figure of speech is a poetic device which consists of the use of words and phrases in such a manner as to make the meaning more pointed and clear and the language more graphic and vivid. It enables the readers to get the mood of the writer and gain profound understanding of what is meant in literary text. Figures are also called images for in them one thing is represented in the image of another. It is a form of expression that intentionally deviates from the ordinary mode of speech for the sake of more powerful, pleasing or distinctive effect; it is pictorial or poetic language. With just a few words, the writer can convey volumes of feelings and expressions.
But it is definitely a major misconception to think of figures of speech as simply ornaments of language. They are part and parcel of the human language in moments of emotional excitement. When his emotions are stirred, man instinctively tends to express himself through the use of figurative language. The world of nature is an infinite storehouse of figures and images. Writers have always drawn freely from this storehouse. Figures have been used by poets to decorate their language and to make it more vivid and pictorial, to increase its force and effectiveness, and to communicate their meaning more lucidly and clearly. By increasing the beauty of language, the use of figures provides great aesthetic satisfaction to the readers. 
II. Some common types of figures of speech:

The most significant and dominant figures of speech are Simile, Metaphor, Personification, Metonymy, Synecdoche, Oxymoron, Transferred Epithet.
1. Simile

The word “Simile” comes from the Latin “similis”.  Simile is “the use of comparison of one thing with another” (Crowther, 1992, p. 848). A simile is an expression of likeness between different objects or events. It is an explicit or direct comparison in which something is compared to something else by the use of function word such as “like” or “as”. This may be the simplest and easiest form of figurative language.
                            “My love is like a red, red rose.”
Robert Burns uses simile to depict his love in the famous love poem by giving the readers a picture of “red rose” in mind. The vehicle outside the text – “red rose” has carried effectively all the essence of beauty that the writer wants to attribute to “my love”- the tenor inside the text: charming, young, mysterious, irresistible, magnetic and fragrant. Through that linking, the author can convey his passion for love fully and considerably to the readers.
Another example is taken from Adrienne Rich’s “Living in Sin”:
“Daylight is coming like a relentless milkman upstairs.”
“Milkman” is familiar to most of European families but not Vietnamese ones. He comes up early every morning and probably places the milk at the footstep. Here, the poet wants to emphasize the boring routine. The figure of “milkman’’ indicates that everyday is exactly the same which is completely devoid of expectation and enthusiasm. Therefore, the woman in this poem does not want to wake up and welcome a new day because it does not bring any new hope for her.
2. Metaphor

A metaphor is implied simile. The word “metaphor” comes from the Greek, ‘meta – over; ‘phero’ – carry. It means, literally, “a carrying over”; and by this figure of speech a word is transferred, or carried over, from the object to which it belongs to another in such a manner that a comparison is implied, though not clearly stated. 
“The lash of his words”is a very common phrase found in literature because it can be used to imply the violent and devastating of bitter words. The spiteful words uttered by human beings sometimes can hurt others severely and leave invisible but excruciating pain deep inside their souls.

The famous English writer – D.H Lawrence employs lots of metaphorical features in the short story “The horse dealer’s daughter” to express the main theme through some significant symbols such as ‘the pond’, ‘the clay’ ‘fire’ …
The clay at the bottom of the pond represents the dull, desperate and miserable life of Mabel before she meets the doctor. Water plays an important part in almost every religion especially Catholicism. The water inside the pond symbolizes the rebirth and baptism of Mabel - the main character in this story. The pond is the place where she finds her new life and her love. All of her misery and despair are washed away by the water.
Extended metaphor is less common but sometimes found in literary texts. It is revealed through a series of images that all bear a central point of resemblance.  

“All the world's a stage
And all the men and women are merely players
They have their exits and their entrances
And one man in his time plays many parts.”
Those are several phrases that begin a monologue from William Shakespeare’s “As You Like It”. The viewpoint towards life is disclosed through his philosophical musing. His attitude towards life is somewhat pessimistic. Life is nothing but a play. All of us are actors and actresses on stage in the play of life. We keep on acting on stage from the moment we are born until we make our final scenes and say our farewells to the life. He wants to give us this association because we somehow bear a striking resemblance to the players. At some time, we have no control over what we are doing at all. We play different roles through our lifetime. Like the players, we have to act according to the scripts assigned by the director. We have to right to improvise on stage at all. This is the outcry of what is going on.
3. Personification:
Personification is a figure of speech which gives the qualities of human being to an animal, an object or an idea. The writer uses it to show something in an entirely new light, to communicate a certain feeling or attitude towards it, and to control the way a reader perceives it. This figure of speech adds strength, power, beauty and liveliness to literature.

“The house was alive with soft, quick step, running voices” 
(Katherine Mansfield – “The Garden Party”)
“Running” is used to describe people but by assigning human quality to inanimate objects like ‘step’ and ‘voice’, the writer calls for our admiration for the beauty and liveliness of the scene depicted.

“How soon hath time, the subtle thief of youth

 Stolen on his wing my three and twentieth year”. 
(John Milton – “How Soon Hath Time)
Again here, time has none of the characteristics of life. It is inanimate item. John Milton equates ‘time’ with ‘thief’ to indicate the passing of time in a very witty and interesting way. By attributing the quality of a thief ‘stolen’ to ‘time’, the writer can imply the destructive but imperceptible effect of ‘time’ on human life in terms of physical appearance. A thief usually steals something precious from other people. Likewise, ‘time’ can take away our blooming youth, our beauty without our knowledge. ‘Time’ can destroy our beauty insidiously.
4. Euphemism:

Euphemism is the use of pleasant, mild or indirect phrases in place of more accurate or direct ones. Euphemism can serve different functions in literary works. The majority of euphemisms are used to give positive appearances to negative events such as toll, burial or death. In most English-speaking cultures, death is considered a taboo subject; therefore, the word ‘die’ is usually replaced by ‘pass away’, ‘fall asleep’, ‘depart’, ‘gone to be with the Lord’ or ‘called to higher service’.  
In some cases, euphemism tends to create amusement, humor, admiration or surprise. Instead of using ordinary expression to describe the death of the King like ‘Death does not spare even kings’, James Shirley employs this figure of speech to demonstrate this issue in the poem “Death the leveler”:
“Death lays his icy hands on the King”

He uses this imagery to emphasize that all of us are mortal creatures and death is looming over us all the time before it takes us away. This image is powerful because it can not only depict how the king would die but also add the strength and interest to literature as well as draw the readers’ attention to some significant themes. All human glory turns out to be limited and futile in the last moments of people’s lives. Human beings will have to leave this world sooner or later regardless of renowned victory or triumphs. No matter who you are, a triumphant ruler or a downtrodden slave, death is inescapable. Through this image, Shirley reminds us to think about the consequences of our actions before carrying them out since death can at anytime snatch our lives away before we ask for forgiveness for the despicable deeds we have committed. 
5. Hyperbole:

Hyperbole, which derives from Greek stems ‘hyper’ – beyond, ‘bole’ – throw, is an exaggerated statement used to create a strong emotion response. As a figure of speech, it is not meant to be taken literally. In literature, hyperbole rarely appears in nonfiction works such as medical journals or research papers, but it does add more color to a character or humor to the story in fiction works.
Like simile or metaphor, hyperbole is a comparison; however, it is extravagant and even absurd. A typical example of hyperbole in literature comes from Macbeth’s Act 5 Scene 1 Page 3, one of the greatest works of Shakespeare: “Here is the smell of blood still; all perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand?” It is said that Arabian perfumes are considered as the strongest and sweetest smelling of all perfumes. Yet, all perfumes of Arabia cannot sweeten the little hand of Lady Macbeth! The use of hyperbole emphasizes her struggling innermost feeling since she was haunted by the guilt of murdering the soldiers and could not wash off the blood on her hands.    
Another example is from "As I Walked Out One Evening" by W.H. Auden:

"I'll love you, dear, I'll love you 
Till China and Africa meet,

And the river jumps over the mountain

And the salmon sing in the street,
I'll love you till the ocean
Is folded and hung up to dry

And the seven stars go squawking

Like geese about the sky."
In these two stanzas, a lot of hyperboles are employed as an effective tool to assure not only the boundlessness but also the timelessness of love. 
6. Oxymoron:

Oxymoron from a Greek word meaning ‘sharp-dull’ is a figure of speech in which apparently contradictory terms appear in conjunction for a starling effect. 
“I want to die young at a ripe old age.”
(Ashley Montagu, quoted by Mardy Grothe in “Oxymoronica”, HarperCollins, 2004)
In this case, the use of two opposite words ‘young’ and ‘old’ shows a strong desire of the speaker to live long and meaningfully. With a bit of planning, this poetic device can enhance the emotion by bringing two contradictory terms together to create sharp emphasis.
Another case where many oxymora are strung together can be found in Shakespeare's “Romeo and Juliet”. Here, Shakespeare uses Oxymoron extensively to heighten the mixed feeling of Juliet at the end of the famous balcony scene when Romeo is leaving, Juliet says "parting is such sweet sorrow" (2.2.27). She wonders how the love of her life, the guy she thought was so wonderful, could be a murderer. Juliet's use of oxymoron here gives expression to her turmoil. The use of Oxymoron can break the mediocrity of the prose and add zest to literature. 
7. Paradox:
Paradox is an apparently self-contradictory statement that may in reality express a possible truth. It is also intended to cause surprise or arrest attention. It is different from Oxymoron because it contains contradictory words that are separated by one or several intervening words.
“I can resist anything but temptation” 
(Oscar Wilde, “Lady Windermere's Fan”, Act 1, 1892)

The quotation of Oscar Wilde signifies that human beings are frail and they tend to succumb to temptation even the ones that seem to be very rigid and steadfast.
Also, it may sound paradoxical to hear C.S. Lewis declare “Someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again” taken from his letter for his goddaughter. As a child, most of us live in an imaginary world of fairy tales. As we grow up, struggling in the real world, the fairy tales leave us disappointed. Only when we become mature enough to live with reality can we find reading fairy tales enjoyable again.  
Moreover, the quotation "Though this is madness, yet there is method in it” taken from “Hamlet” of Shakespeare is another instance of rhetorical paradox. Weird as this idea may be, he (Hamlet) can still find the way to solve the problem he is facing.
8. Metonymy:

The word ‘metonymy’, which derives from Greek stems ‘meta’ – after; ‘onoma’ – a name, means literally ‘substitution of name’. Thus, metonymy is a use of the name of one object for that another with which it is closely associated. Metonyms can be either real or fictional concepts, but they must serve as an effective and widely understood second name for what they represent. For instance, ‘red coats’ stands for British soldiers, ‘blue jackets’ for sailors, ‘white collar workers’ for mentally workers and ‘blue collar workers’ for labor ones, ‘White House’ for American government, ‘the bench’ for the judges. It is also the use of the sign for the thing signified, the instrument for the agent, and the container for what is contained.
“Sceptre and crown

Must tumble down” 
(James Shirley – “Death the leveler”)

Shirley uses the images of “Sceptre” and “crown” to signify the power and authority of the rulers such as the kings or queens in the past.
Another example is: “What you learned in the cradle (birth) is carried to the grave (death).” It means that what you learned when you were born is carried with you after you die.

Edward George Bulwer Lytton, an English novelist, wrote this saying for the first time in 1839: "Beneath the rule of men entirely great, the pen (author) is mightier than the sword (soldier)". In some situations, words are more powerful and effective than weapons in accomplishing the targets. 

9. Synecdoche:

Synecdoche, from Greek stems ‘syn’ – with, ‘ekdoche’ – succession, with literal meaning as ‘the understanding of one thing by the other that is intimately associated to’ is usually seen as a specific kind of metonymy as it is the use of a part to stand for a whole and vice versa. Sometimes, however, people make a clear distinction between them. When A is used to refer to B, it is a synecdoche if A is a component of B. In contrast, it is a metonym if A is commonly associated with B, but not part of its whole. Therefore, ‘The White House’ is a metonymy for the American president because the White House (A) is not a part of the president (B), but it is closely connected with him. On the other hand, "He has many hungry mouths to feed" is a synecdoche because mouths (A) are a part of the people (B) referred to.
One example that contains synecdoche, metaphor, and metonymy is: "Fifty keels ploughed the deep", in which ‘keels’ is the synecdoche since it is a part of the whole (the ship); ‘ploughed’ is the metaphor because it substitutes the concept of ploughing a field for moving through the ocean; and ‘the deep is the metonym as ‘depth’ is an attribute associated with the ocean.
“There is a mixture of the tiger and the ape in the character of a Frenchman” (Voltaire)

The quotation above represents an abstract idea by juxtaposing the characteristics of Frenchman with the shrewdness and cruelty of the two animals mentioned.

10. Transferred epithet:

Transferred epithet is a qualifying adjective that is changed from a person to an object related to that person or from one word to another. For instance:
“The ploughman homeward plods his weary way.”

(Thomas Gray – “Elegy”)

Here, the qualifying adjective ‘weary’ is transferred from ‘the ploughman’ to ‘the way’ – the journal of the ploughman.

“He tossed from side to side on his sleepless bed”

In this case, transferred epithet ‘sleepless’ is moved from the subject ‘he’ to his object ‘the bed’.  
11. Climax:
Climax is the arrangement of ideas in the order of more or less importance. Some examples of climax are:

“I came, I saw, I won” (Cesar)

“Simple, erect, severe, austere, sublime” (Shrine of all saints, and temple of all gods, from Jove to Jesus — spared and blest by time)
“I think we’ve reached a point of great decision, not just for our nation, not only for all humanity, but for life upon the earth.” (George Wald – “A Generation in Search of a Future”)
12. Pun:

Pun is the humorous use of a word or combination of words that are alike or nearly alike in sound so as to emphasize the different meanings.

“When you decide to give her a ring, give us a ring”

In this example, the use of homograph ring 1 (wedding ring) and ring 2 (phone) adds some humor to the situation in which when you decide to propose her, remember to call (phone) us.
Another example of pun can be found in the quiz below:
“What flower does everybody have on the face? Everybody has tulips on the face”

Homophone ‘tulips’ and ‘two lips’ is utilized to make this quiz more interesting and challenging. 
13. Apostrophe:
It is a figure of speech in which abstract ideas or inanimate objects are addressed as if they were alive. The word literally means  ‘turning aside’, for in this rhetorical device the writer ‘turns aside’ to address a dead, absent or imaginary person, an inanimate object, or an abstract idea. It is also called ‘personified abstraction’.

“O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's being,

Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead

Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing”
(Percy Bysshe Shelley - “Ode to the West Wind”)
In this poem, the author reveals his meditation on the beauty of the natural world. By addressing the inanimate object like “the West Wind”, he invokes it aesthetically to describe its power as well as its role as “destroyer and preserver”.
14. Understatement:

It is a figure of speech in which the writer deliberately makes a situation seem less serious or important than it really is by the expression of an affirmative by the negative of its contrary.

"A soiled baby, with a neglected nose, cannot be conscientiously regarded as a thing of beauty."
(quotation of Mark Twain )

Here, the writer utilizes the negative form to mitigate the ugliness and the raggedness of the baby but the reader still can perceive the unattractive and disheveled appearance the baby.
III. Teaching implication:
It is undeniable that literature is culture-bound. Therefore, teaching literature can not be separated from teaching culture, and figure of speech in English carries the wittiness and the essence of culture effectively. Moreover, figure of speech is empoyed extensively and frequently in English literature. Full understanding of figurative language is an essential prerequisite for studying literature at this level. Teaching figurative language to students is a crucial part of English teacher when they want to enable students to develop their own intercultural understanding and appreciate the beauty of languages in general and English in particular. 
Figure of speech usually reflects and depicts the distinctive cultural norms and values of each nation. In particular, it is something to deal with different way of thinking and conceptualizing. Vietnamese students who do not have any basic understanding about English culture may find figure of speech extremely vague, strange and elusive owing to culture and ideology barrier. Then, what can teacher do for students when the confusion and ambiguity arise? Most students are inclined to render word by word from their mother tongue into their target language without truly catching the key point conveyed by the writer and understanding the discrepancies between them. This results in numerous and considerable misinterpretation and incorrect translation. In order to perceive the figurative language, the students have to find out the hidden connotative meaning behind the virtual denotation. The teachers should be present to provide the students with some original information related to the concept mentioned in the figure of speech and explain clearly so that they can gain a solid foundation to bridge this gap. The suitable method of teaching will enable students to analyze the nuance and the undertone of the text or a piece of writing. At this stage, the teachers should give careful guidance for students on how to analyze and comprehend the text. Consequently, students will be able to explore a work of literature or a piece of writing effectively and appreciate its beauty only when they truly perceive the nature and functions of poetic device. What is more, the sufficient knowledge of figurative language helps to hone students’ writing skill. Students can adopt it to make their own writing style in both English and Vietnamese more elegant and lively. In other words, figurative language promotes students’ linguistic skills and competence in both languages. 

Having knowledge about figurative language is the shortest way to understand and interpret literary works accurately. Figures of speech, like keys of the house, can open doors to different imaginary worlds as well as innermost feelings of the authors. It is crucial to familiarize students with figurative language and value its beauty. As a form of communication, a figure of speech can be exercised in a number of ways. Innovative authors may use various techniques to add voice and color to their brainchildren. Humorists often make use of methods like pun and hyperbole to liven up an insipid story. Take Paul Bunyan’s opening in the American folktale “Babe, the Blue Ox” as an example:
“Well now, one winter it was so cold that all the geese flew backward and all the fish moved south and even the snow turned blue. Late at night, it got so frigid that all spoken words froze solid afore they could be heard. People had to wait until sunup to find out what folks were talking about the night before.” 

Poets and romantic authors, in a different way, embellish their imaginative worlds by simile, metaphor, personification, metonymy or synecdoche, like an excerpt from “A Certain Evening” of Gilbert Keith Chesterson:    
"The sea had climbed the mountain peaksnd shouted to the starso come to play: and down they cameSplashing in happy wars.

The pine grew apples for a whimThe cart-horse built a nesThe oxen flew, the flowers sang
The sun rose in the west."
Or an extract from a unique novel of Emily Brontë, “Wuthering Heights”:

“My love for Clinton is like the foliage in the woods. Time will change it, I’m well aware, as winter changes the trees. My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks, beneath, a source of little visible delight but necessary.”
Other methods like hyperbole, paradox or oxymoron are utilized by realistic writers to portray the reality. For instance:
“Money is a bottomless sea, in which honor, conscience and truth may be drown.” (Ivan Kozlof)

“My wit is folly, my day is night, my love is hate, my sleep walking.” (Chaucer)
Not only does figurative language help students have a thorough understanding of the literary works but it also brings them to different cultures in the world. Then, students have chances to compare between the use of figures of speech in their own country and that in other countries. On one hand, there are a number of similarities in selecting figurative language between English and Vietnamese works. For example, in our country, we also have various words for the word “chết” (die) such as “mất, qua đời, từ trần, về với Chúa…” (equivalent to pass away, gone to be with the Lord…) as in euphemism. With metonymy and synecdoche, English and Vietnamese share some words or terms in common like “grey hair” to refer “old age”, “the crown” for “the King”, “Newton” for “a whiz”… Even everyday spoken language may share familiar ideas. In English, there is a saying “I’m so hungry that I can eat a horse”. In Vietnamese, we also use similar expression “I’m so hungry that I can eat a cow”. The slight difference between these two examples lies in the differences of two cultures. Thus, by comparing and contrasting the way of using figurative language we can learn more about cultures of different countries. It is teachers’ responsibility to select literary works that can pique students’ interest and inspire the passion of devouring one literary work as well as the appreciation of interpreting it.
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